Introduction
As college educators, we like to believe that our students come to us more or less as children and leave, more or less, as adults. Although this generalization doesn't fit all cases -the number of adult or non-traditional students is ever-rising -it works as a broad statement about what college is supposed to accomplish. Students enter the undergraduate institution unprepared for life beyond it, and they should graduate better prepared.
Many colleges and universities manage the transition into higher education with freshman seminars, learning communities and the like. But far less attention has been paid to the back-end transition of students from their senior year in college into the post-graduate world of work or graduate school. 1 In particular there has been little academic research on transitional or summative experiences of students from mass communication programs. Researchers from other fields of study have explored this, including special forums on capstone courses in sociology 2 and in speech/general communication 3 that were published by journals in those disciplines a few years ago.
But nothing of a similar nature was found in the mass communication literature, aside from some work on capstone experiences and campaigns courses in public relations programs. 4 This realization led to a two-fold research design presented here: (1) 
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Literature review
Definitions, history and context. Capstone courses have been defined as "summative curricular approaches" 5 and "a culminating experience in which students are expected to integrate, extend, critique and apply the knowledge gained in the major." 6 A major impetus for higher education institutions to develop and implement capstones was curricular reform in the late 1980s and early 1990s. A 1985 report from the Association of American Colleges recommended more in-depth study through curricular tools such as capstones. 7 The push for colleges and universities to engage in more systematic program assessment also drove the development of capstones because they can be effective tools for assessment. 8 Redmond, for example, outlines the different types of assessments higher educational institutions undertake and describes how capstone-course projects can provide outcome assessment, 9 while Decker portrays how a course in communication theory was altered to make it a capstone course with assessment purposes in mind. 10 An Illinois college created a new seminar-style course for the same assessment purpose. 11 Schilling and Schilling in fact put the capstone course at the center of assessment efforts:
Increasingly, departments and programs are using senior capstone experiences as a central component of their assessment activities. The capstone is intended to provide an opportunity for students to integrate their experiences in the full range of courses in the major (or entire curriculum). Thus, the work done in the capstone -the products generated, or the process engaged -should provide a reasonable reflection on the adequacy of students' preparation in the program.
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While the capstone may have value as an assessment tool, most schools would not have one for that reason alone. The course also must have some intrinsic value for the students who enroll in it. The general view of capstone courses is that they should help to "bring coherence and closure" 13 as well as "synthesis" 14 to the curriculum. "The capstone provides seniors the opportunity to bring their specialized knowledge and breadth of experience to bear on perennial issues and questions." 15 "Consolidation" is another function, especially when the major is constructed mostly of electives taken in no particular sequence. 16 The capstone should offer
students an opportunity to demonstrate the full spectrum of their learning with integrated projects and give students an integrated view of the communication discipline. 17 It is often focused on exploration and self-directed learning that "requires students to take a greater portion of the responsibility for their education."
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An end or a beginning? The literature on capstones, however, reflects a tension in the philosophy that underlies them. The traditional embodiment of such courses -as reflected in the definitions and descriptions above -is backward-looking, seeking to summarize and integrate previous study. But at the same time, educators wonder whether a culminating experience for students should be more forward looking. As one researcher put it "Should a capstone course 'cap' the undergraduate experience, or should it function as a bridge to the world beyond college?" 19 Similarly, Cos and Ivy distinguish between a capstone, which they see as a culmination of prior experiences, and an "exit" course focused on things such as job preparation. 20 But Heinemann argues that a culminating course ought to offer both closure on past material and exploration of new topics that help students reach beyond their present knowledge.
"Ideally we should be able to enter into both intellectual consolidation and expansion in the senior capstone course," he wrote. 21 Capstones also can be seen as a "rite of passage" 22 that is both forward-and backward-looking, an opportunity for students to learn how theories apply to practical settings 23 and a socialization agent to what students will face in the work world. 24 Approaches such as these, which emphasize transition, help in meeting the special needs of graduating seniors including the opportunity to reflect on the meaning of college, integration and closure for their college careers, and support for their transition to post-college life. 25 But there is a danger in doing this, according to Heinemann, because when a course is too tightly packed "in trying to cover so many topics, nothing [is] really done well." 26 He further notes that "If the practical is overemphasized, the capstone may become petty or superficial."
Course design: goals and purposes. Capstone courses' rationale and purposes reflect this dichotomy. But courses also cannot be pigeonholed as one or the other; they are as diverse as the institutions that offer them and the faculty that teach them. In examining the research on capstones, several prominent themes emerge:
 Integration. The most common terms used to depict capstones courses are integration and synthesis; a majority of the works cited in this research use one or both terms in describing what a capstone course should accomplish. In this context, integration means pulling together prior learning either within the major 27 or connecting the major with general education. 28 Such integration puts learning (rather than teaching) at the core of the capstone experience and can be used to help students understand the breadth of communication as a discipline. 29 The act of integrating knowledge from across their years of study can help students achieve a sense of closure on their college experience.
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 Application. Another theme is that the capstone should help students apply what they have learned, especially the application of theory to real-world situations through such means as case studies . 31 In-class learning also can be used to create to situations that seek to integrate knowledge of interpersonal and organizational communication.
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 Transition. Gardner and Van der Veer make the argument that educators must pay greater attention to helping college seniors prepare for what lies beyond. 33 An applied project or experience can help students make that transition from the classroom to the larger world. 34 When capstone courses address career issues, students get a better understanding of the relevance of what they have learned in school and how it can be applied.
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 Other less-frequently mentioned -but still significant -topics or purposes for capstone courses include extension of knowledge, 36 opportunities for in-depth study, 37 reinforcement or extension of basic communication competencies, 38 and development of "higher-order" or critical thinking skills.
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Course design: assignments. With such a wide range of potential purposes, it is not surprising that design strategies for capstone courses are correspondingly disparate. Many of the articles that were reviewed, in fact, were "profiles" of a specific course at a specific institution.
But even still, some common themes emerge. Integration and synthesis can be achieved through projects such as a senior thesis or an extensive research-based project within the context of a course, and many of the course descriptions include such an assignment. Studying and applying theory is another typical approach. Seminar-style learning, where the instructor is more of a facilitator and the focus is on students learning from each other, is another common strategy in capstone courses. Less-common strategies -but ones mentioned in at least some research articles -were examinations (including comprehensive exams), portfolios, and outside experiences such as a "service learning" project. 40 None of these approaches are mutually exclusive, of course, with the possible exception of the thesis, which in many cases would stand alone as a capstone experience outside of a course context. But within a standard course framework, research projects and seminar discussion could certainly be based on theory. A course could incorporate a variety of assignments that address different topics, all contributing to the final grade.
Course design: Logistical considerations.
A capstone, by definition, exists as part of the students' academic program. Descriptions of how it fits and how it is administered also reflect a variety of approaches regarding how much credit it should bear, whether it should have specific prerequisites, how it should be taught (and by whom), and whether it should be mandatory. Some of the literature addresses these issues in ways that amount to checklists for creating a capstone course. 41 But one author took a more prescriptive approach, saying the capstone should be (a) required and graded; (b) done as a seminar in small groups, preferably fewer than 15 students; (c) seen as a joint responsibility by all faculty in a program; and (d) possibly used as an assessment tool, though he doesn't see that as mandatory. 42 Gardner and Van de Veer also recommend a mandatory capstone course for all majors. 
Findings
A total of 176 valid responses were received, for a response rate of 40.2%. Taking into account a finite population correction factor (given that 40% of the total population was surveyed), the margin of error for the survey was +5.7 percentage points with a 95% confidence level. 44 programs that have capstones rather than any subset of them.
Course purposes, teaching, content and assignments: Integration of prior learning was the most commonly listed purpose for the course, with 90% of respondents (n = 126 out of 140)
citing it as a course rationale. Helping students make the transition out of college was listed as a purpose by 55% (n = 77) of respondents while 50% (n = 70) said the course is also used for program assessment. The numbers total more than 100% because respondents could list multiple Mass Communication Capstones 12 purposes, and in fact 30.7% (n = 43) of the respondents listed all three purposes as rationales for their courses and 36.4% (n = 51) listed two of the three. An additional 15.7% (n = 22) of the programs listed "other" rationales including production of student portfolios, instruction in ethics and giving students an opportunity for a substantial individual project.
As with the course purposes, the teaching methods used to approach the capstone vary, with two or three different teaching strategies generally being used (mode = 3). Discussion ranks as the most popular method, cited by 72.9% (n = 102) of the respondents. Lecture is used by 45% (n = 63) of the respondents, group presentations by 55.7% (n = 78) and lab or studio work by 53.8% (n = 75) of all respondents. Use of lab or studio work was one of those two areas in which overall capstone courses and unit-specific ones differed. Such instruction is used in 75% Capstones come with a smorgasbord of content areas led by research, theory, and ethics, with the student deliverables focused on presentations and research projects. These are the tools that lend themselves most readily to a backward, integrated look at the student experience. Yet half of the courses also have material on workplace issues and career exploration, which indicates a forward-looking focus as well.
Many of the open-ended descriptions accompanying "other" responses to course purposes, teaching methods and student deliverables focused on application of learning or production of student work and portfolios, which integrate prior learning and also help students prepare for the world of work. While it is clear that not all of these things can or should be learned in the capstone course, the capstone is the logical place for review and demonstration of these skills and abilities.
The results of this survey demonstrate that faculty address a wide range of topics in the capstone, and that range closely parallels the guidelines of the discipline's accrediting agency.
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In addition, as Redmond and Decker noted, the capstone is the logical place for program assessment of student learning outcomes. Pressures for accountability in higher education from state and federal governments as well as accrediting institutions have mandated assessment activities. 45 In spite of strong faculty resistance, assessment is here to stay. 46 A capstone, which serves the dual purpose of "cap" and "bridge," provides an excellent opportunity for students to demonstrate that they have acquired the knowledge and skills to be successful media practitioners, while at the same time allowing faculty to gather evidence to demonstrate that they have successfully educated their students.
Conclusion
Every college institution, program, course and student is unique, yet they engage in a common purpose of preparing the individual, through educational experiences, for what comes after graduation. Capstone courses can be a powerful tool in making that preparation more valuable and effective for all parties. The results of this survey demonstrate that mass communication programs appear to be using this tool in a purposeful manner that indeed does make this preparation successful for the students and for the institutions that serve them.
Assessment needs, ACEJMC guidelines, and the purposes and goals for capstones described in the literature on pedagogy all point toward a theory of the capstone as an eclectic experience, and the research done here indicates that many mass communication programs are providing exactly that for their students. At the same time, the pivotal role of the capstone course in mass communication programs may suggest the need for a discipline-wide re-examination of this senior experience in order to provide our students with a more consistent method of closure to their undergraduate studies.
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Appendix A: Survey Instrument
Survey on Capstone Courses in Mass Communication
This survey is designed to help discover characteristics of capstone courses and the role they play in mass communication departments. We appreciate your taking the time to complete it. THANK YOU! Thank you for your responses. We plan to use this information to help in the re-design of our own capstone course and also to share with the membership of AEJMC. If you are interested in the results of this survey before we are able to present them formally, please send an email to jrosenberry@sjfc.edu and we will send you our preliminary findings. n = z 2 p (1-p) where z = 1.96 for 95% confidence interval h 2 + z 2 p (1-p) p = .5 (planning value for population proportion) N h = ?? (margin of error to be solved for) = .057 n = 176 (sample size) N = 438 (population size)
